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Abstract
Background: There is limited research on awareness of alcohol warning labels and their effects. The current study
examined the awareness of the Australian voluntary warning labels, the ‘Get the facts’ logo (a component of
current warning labels) that directs consumers to an industry-designed informational website, and whether alcohol
consumers visited this website.
Methods: Participants aged 18–45 (unweighted n = 561; mean age= 33.6 years) completed an online survey
assessing alcohol consumption patterns, awareness of the ‘Get the facts’ logo and warning labels, and use of the
website.
Results: No participants recalled the ‘Get the facts’ logo, and the recall rate of warning labels was 16 % at best.
A quarter of participants recognised the ‘Get the facts’ logo, and awareness of the warning labels ranged from
13.1–37.9 %. Overall, only 7.3 % of respondents had visited the website. Multivariable logistic regression models
indicated that younger drinkers, increased frequency of binge drinking, consuming alcohol directly from the bottle
or can, and support for warning labels were significantly, positively associated with awareness of the logo and
warning labels. While an increased frequency of binge drinking, consuming alcohol directly from the container,
support for warning labels, and recognition of the ‘Get the facts’ logo increased the odds of visiting the website.
Conclusions: Within this sample, recall of the current, voluntary warning labels on Australian alcohol products was
non-existent, overall awareness was low, and few people reported visiting the DrinkWise website. It appears that
current warning labels fail to effectively transmit health messages to the general public.
Background
Globally, alcohol is the third highest cause of disease and
disability, and 4 %of deaths worldwide can be attributed to
alcohol [1]. Eighty four percent of the Australian adult
population are regular consumers of alcohol [2]. Approxi-
mately one in five Australians aged 14 years or older drink
at levels that put them at risk of harm over their lifetime
[2] and more than a quarter of Australian adults consume
alcohol at least once a month at levels that put them at risk
of acute accident or injury [3]. Despite the patterns of alco-
hol consumption in Australia, 78 % of adults believe there
is a problem of excess drinking or alcohol abuse within
society [4]. However, current policies fail to adequately ad-
dress the full extent of the problem. In line with successful
tobacco control measures, recommendations have been
made to apply mandatory warning labels on alcohol
products, at point of sale, and on advertising to provide
much needed health information for drinkers [5–8]. Warn-
ing labels, in the context of a comprehensive set of inter-
ventions, have the potential to inform consumers of the
likely harms of risky drinking, and how consumers might
reduce this risk [7, 9, 10].
The comprehensive literature base for tobacco warn-
ing labels indicates that such an intervention can be
highly successful at changing the attitudes and behav-
iours of smokers. Tobacco warning labels increase health
knowledge and perceptions of risk, aid cessation, and
help to prevent smoking initiation [11]. Tobacco label
literature also provides transferable knowledge of the
key aspects that make warning labels effective, including:
position on the label, size of warnings, message type,
and warning refreshment [11]. Using tobacco labelling
as a ‘best practice’ base [7], there is potential to develop
alcohol warning labels that achieve similar outcomes.* Correspondence: k.coomber@deakin.edu.au
School of Psychology, Faculty of Health, Deakin University, Locked Bag
20001, Geelong 3220, Australia
© 2015 Coomber et al. Open Access This article is distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution 4.0
International License (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/), which permits unrestricted use, distribution, and
reproduction in any medium, provided you give appropriate credit to the original author(s) and the source, provide a link to
the Creative Commons license, and indicate if changes were made. The Creative Commons Public Domain Dedication waiver
(http://creativecommons.org/publicdomain/zero/1.0/) applies to the data made available in this article, unless otherwise stated.
Coomber et al. BMCPublic Health  (2015) 15:816 
DOI 10.1186/s12889-015-2160-0
In July 2011, DrinkWise – an alcohol industry ‘social
aspects/public relations’ organisation [12, 13] – imple-
mented new voluntary consumer messages on alcohol
products. The introduction of these messages were in re-
sponse to the recommendation by an independent gov-
ernment review that all alcohol product labels contain a
health warning [14]. These voluntary labels depict the
core message of ‘Get the facts’, which encourages
drinkers to visit the DrinkWise website to research the
harms of drinking. According to information on the
DrinkWise website, their website contains evidence-
based information on alcohol that is designed to help
communities take a healthier and safer approach to al-
cohol consumption. However, research indicates that
DrinkWise and other international industry funded or-
ganisations, do not actually promote evidence-based
interventions and alcohol-harm reduction strategies
known to reduce alcohol-related harms [13, 15]. In
conjunction with the ‘Get the facts’ logo, alcohol prod-
ucts may also include one of four messages or images:
‘It is safest not to drink while pregnant’; an image of a
silhouette of a pregnant woman with a strike through;
‘Is your drinking harming yourself or others?’; or, ‘Kids
and alcohol don ’t mix’ (see Fig. 1 for examples of these
warning labels alcohol products).
The most recent audit of Australian alcohol warning
labels showed that these labels are only depicted on ap-
proximately one in three alcohol products [16]. Further,
current Australian warning labels have been criticised as
being simply too small (less than 5 % of the label), being
located on the back of the label, utilising vague wording
and images, and lacking visual impact to generate an
emotional response [9, 17–20]. There is a lack of re-
search examining the effectiveness of alcohol warning la-
bels within the context of alcohol policy more widely.
However, for warning labels to be most effective the
messages conveyed within the label should be linked
with other prevention initiatives, such as alcohol control
advertising [7]. Such an approach would increase the ex-
posure of the message and act to reinforce the messages
on labels.
Studies on the effectiveness of alcohol warning labels
have mostly focused on the mandatory text-based warn-
ings used in the United States (US), with most research
being quite dated [21, 5, 22, 7]. After the introduction of
the US alcohol text warnings in 1989, there was a steady
increase in free recall of these warnings from 3.8 % in
1989–28.5 % in 1993–1994 [23]. More recent research
indicates that approximately 20 %–30 % of US adults re-
call the drink driving text warning [24]. However, these
text-based warnings have minimal impact on behaviour
change [7, 21]. Awareness of the mandatory US warning
labels is highest amongst the youngest group of drinkers
(18–29 years) and heavy drinkers due to the likelihood
of greater exposure to the containers, and therefore the
labels on them [25, 23]. However, these frequent users of
alcohol find warning labels relatively less believable, sug-
gesting that the warning label may be partially ignored
or discounted by those that need the warning labels the
most [26]. Additionally, those with a higher levels of educa-
tion are more likely to freely recall warning labels [23], but
there is no difference by education for prompted recogni-
tion of the label [25].
To date, there has been very limited research examining
awareness of warning labels on Australian alcohol products.
One recent report found that one-third of women were
aware of the pregnancy silhouette warning label, and 20 %
were aware of the text-based pregnancy label [27]. How-
ever, there has been no research investigating whether con-
sumers are aware of the ‘Get the facts’ logo, the other
Fig. 1 Examples of current voluntary DrinkWise warning labels as used on alcohol products
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